ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
Intensive poultry production was introduced into Nigeria over fifty years ago and has developed rapidly especially in the last few decades as an important livestock business enterprise in the country (FAO, 2000) . . Intensive poultry production involves commercial rearing of high performance exotic breeds of chicken. This system is resource driven and requires the operator to be in control of the housing, nutritional and health needs of the birds (Oluyemi and Roberts, 1979) .
Over the last few decades, successive governments have encouraged the development of modern poultry enterprises with a resultant sudden rush of people of diverse backgrounds into the industry. This has resulted in the development of an unplanned and unregulated industry with numerous attendant problems (Okoli, 2004) . Commercial poultry production is attractive because birds are able to adapt easily, have high economic value, rapid generation time and a high rate of productivity that can result in the production of meat within eight weeks and first egg within eighteen weeks of the first chick being hatched (Smith, 1990) .
There is a continual need therefore to generate information on the facts about poultry business enterprises in Nigeria. Such information is needed for proper planning and regulation of the industry in Nigeria. Available data on the current facts about entrepreneurial characteristics and constraints to robust development of poultry business enterprises in southeastern Nigeria and Imo state in particular are however scanty and fragmented (Okoli et al 2004) . The present study was designed to investigate the entrepreneurial characteristics and constraints to poultry business enterprises in Imo state, Nigeria.
METHODOLOGY
Imo state is situated in the southeastern rainforest vegetation belt of Nigeria and lies between latitude 5 0 4′ and 6 0 3′N and longitude 6 0 15′ and 7 0 34′E. The agro-ecological characteristics and political distribution of the area have been reported (Okoli, 2004) .
The primary data used in the study were generated from a field survey conducted between September 2003 and January 2004 and covered the three senatorial zones of Imo state. The study proper was preceded by preliminary informal survey of the study areas through which the researchers became familiarized with the nature of agro-livestock businesses in the area and explained the purpose of the study to the participants. Data collection methods employed were as previously described by Okoli, et al (2005) . Altogether, 120 questionnaires were distributed and at the end, 110 were valid. The data obtained were analyzed using descriptive statistics such as frequency distribution, percentage and tables. Table 1 highlighted the types of poultry business enterprises and the frequency at which they are being practiced in the state. Overall, 10 types of poultry business enterprises were identified, with commercial feeds retailing (18.1%), egg (15.2%) and broiler (15.2%) productions being the most frequently practiced by the respondents. The result agrees with the report of Meremikwu (2000) that within the last decade many poultry farms producing broilers and eggs were established in Nigeria. Poultry plays an important role as a fast source of protein-production, comes fourth among major sources of animal protein for human consumption in Nigeria and contributes about 10% of the national meat production (Adu et al, 1996) . Table 2a showed that 55.60% of poultry farmers in the state use commercial poultry feeds in feeding their flocks. This probably is due to lack of knowledge about feed formulation. This is expected since a high proportion of those involved in the business do not have formal agricultural education background (Okoli et al, 2005) . Again, the actual size of most of these farms may be too small for the practitioners to go into feed formulation.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION Types of poultry businesses enterprises
Among the commercial poultry feed brands sold in Imo State (table 5b) , Guinea, Top and Vital feeds have more retailing outlets, while Vetlink, PMC and Livestock had the least number of outlets. Guinea and Top feeds were again more popular among the poultry feed users (Table 5c) , with the former rating 28.1% and the latter 23.4%.. Vetlink and PMC on the other hand were lowly used. Table 3 showed that most commercial poultry farms in Imo State are small-scale (40.4%) while middle and large scale ones averaged 30.8 and 28.9% respectively. This is similar to the reports of Etuk et al (2004) for nearby Akwa Ibom state. Table 4a showed that 68 (61.82%) of the 110 agro-livestock practitioners interviewed were combining the poultry business with other sources of livelihood. Table 4b further revealed that 30.0% of these practitioners were involved in one form of crop production or the other, while another 30.0 and 19.1% were combining their practice with teaching and civil service works respectively. Again, table 4c highlighted the different types of crops produced by these poultry practitioners. Those involved in tubers and root crop productions were 32.4% each, while vegetable producers rated 29.7%. These data tend to suggest that mixed farming especially of livestock and crops and integrated systems are common practices in the study area and has the advantage of maximizing resource utilization (Tewe, 1995) . Table 5a showed that 82.9% of the farmers sell their poultry products unprocessed. This is probably due to customers demand for life chicken/turkey in the state. Gueye (2002) stated that birds are usually sold alive in Africa and are killed when needed according to religious customs practiced in the area. Table 5b revealed that a higher proportion of poultry farmers in Imo state sell their products both by retails and wholesales (41.9%), while few of them sell by retail only (20.9%). This probably creates profitable market for products sales. The popular form of packaging eggs involves egg holders or trays (usually 30 eggs per tray) made of paperboard or plastic. Eggs from farms are sold in crates, either in wholesale or relating. Prices of eggs depend on the size (small, large and medium). Ubosi (2000) reported that consumers would always prefer large and medium sized eggs to small sized ones. Another study by Yannakopoulos et al (1994) in Greece showed that 61.3% of consumers prefer normal sized eggs (medium) while 36.8% prefer the large ones. A good proportion of the poultry products (43.3%) are sold in the urban areas (table 5b) , while only 20.0% are sold in rural areas. This is attributed both to the high population density and higher income level urban dwellers. Table 6a showed that 79.32% of poultry drugs sellers in Imo State are not qualified to retail livestock drugs. Okoli et al, (2002) reported that in Nigeria, any veterinary pharmaceutical could be purchased without prescription. In south eastern Nigeria in particular, hawkers, small traders and illiterate market women are known to be involved in the retailing of veterinary drugs especially poultry medicines. Table 6b showed that a higher percentage of the respondents indicated that they consult with veterinary doctors before administering drugs in their farms. Earlier studies by Okoli et al (2002) have however shown that self-medication is rampant in the state. Reasons given for self-medication included, good experience, don't want to spend extra money on medication and lack of veterinary services at the reach of the farmers as highlighted in table 6c. This again is in agreement with the observations of Okoli et al (2002) that self-medication among poultry farmers may be because of unavailability of veterinary services and the extra cost of veterinary services. In deed in many African countries including Nigeria, the number of well-trained animal health personnel is well below the recommended ratio of 20,000 veterinary livestock unit (VLU) per veterinarian (Sandford, 1983; Umali et al, 1994) .
Marketing of poultry products

Poultry drugs distribution
In table 7a, antibiotics (23.9%), coccidiostat (23.1%), vitamins (17.4%) and vaccines (14.1%) were shown to be the most highly sort poultry medicinal products in the state. More soluble poultry drugs are sold probably because more skill is required to administer injectable drugs. Similarly, farmers utilization of antibiotics (42.0%) was highest, followed by coccidiostat (34.0%) and the vaccines (24.0%) (Table 7b ). This probably indicates that bacterial infections are the more common disease problems of poultry in the state (Okoli et al, 2002 ). Table 8a showed the different factors that affect poultry business enterprises in Imo state. Practitioners indicated high cost of livestock inputs as the highest factor (31.25%), followed by lack of adequate finance (26.6%) and then disease and death of livestock (17.20%). It has been observed that the performance of livestock in Nigeria usually depends on the quantity and quality of feeds (Ukachukwu and Anugwa, 1995) . This high cost of feed is mainly due to the scarcity of feeds ingredients, which results from the competitive demand on them by both humans and livestock. Importation of feed raw material is banned in Nigeria and local production of these products is low (Tewe, 1995) . Indeed, of all livestock technologies, none has received attention and interest of animal scientists as the identification and utilization of non-conventional feed (NCF) raw materials for the feeding of poultry (Babatunde, 1998) . Similarly, several efforts have been made to disseminate information on NCF to farmers (Dafwang et al, 1996) . Table 8b on the other hand highlighted the expectations of practitioners from production scientists. In order of priority, these included, researching for cheaper sources of raw materials (30.77%), visiting farms for advice (23.08%) and producing animals with higher feed efficiency. Similarly, table 8c revealed that practitioners ranked financial support in forms of soft loans, credits and subsidies (58.33%), as their highest expectation from government, followed by the checking of the soaring cost of livestock inputs (26.3%). The present findings are in agreement with previous reports and policy statements on the enhancement of agricultural activities in Nigeria.
Constraints and solutions
CONCLUSION
The present study has shown that most commercial poultry operations in the state are small scaled, while poultry drugs such as antibiotics and coccidiostats are being miss-used by many poultry farmers in the state. Inadequate finance and high cost of livestock inputs were found to be major constraints of the business.
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